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RETIRED UM PROFESSOR PUBLISHES LONG-AWAITED MEMOIRS 
MISSOULA -
By Alex Strickland
Frank Bessac is almost completely biind now.
Juvenile glaucoma and a car accident in 1980 took away his sight, leaving the emeritus 
professor of anthropology unable to put his memories onto paper or distinguish without an 
introduction the many people who congratulate him.
But his eyes have seen the lost culture of independent Tibet, the holy city of Lhasa and 
Kazakh nomads on the high steppe of central Asia. And, after 50 years as one of the world’s 
only keepers of these lost scenes, the memory, in print and picture, is finally being revealed.
Bessac and his wife and writer, Susanne Leppmann Bessac, unveiled the first-ever 
publication of Frank’s memoirs in a book published by The University of Montana Press titled 
“Death on the Chang Tang: The Education of an Anthropologist.”
After a stint in the now-defunct Office of Strategic Services branch of the U.S. Army at 
the tail end of World War II, Bessac took his Mandarin Chinese language skills and good 
intentions and made his life in China in the tumultuous days of the Communist Revolution.
After receiving one of the United States’ first Fulbright Scholarships, he traveled to the 
depths of the continent to study inner Asian culture, wintering with Kazakh nomads, traveling 
with Russian refugees and eventually meeting CIA agent Douglas Mackiernan, with whom he 
would travel to Tibet.
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On the Chang Tang plateau, a wild, unforgiving landscape isolating Tibet from the 
world to the north, Bessac and Mackiernan’s expedition took a turn for the worse, one that 
resulted in the first CIA agent ever killed in the field and made Bessac a sort of celebrity as the 
subject of an article in LIFE magazine.
The introduction to “Death on the Chang Tang” reads: “April, 1950, at about the 33rd 
parallel north and 88th longitude east, in a border area between the uninhabited, icy reaches of 
the Chang Tang and the lands of the Dropka, the nomads of northern Tibet. I stood looking 
down the barrels of the gun pointed at me by a Tibetan border patrol guarding the approaches 
to inhabited Tibet. My companions ... lay dead on the ground before me; shot at point blank. 
...We had finally reached the first nomadic encampment south of the Kunlun Mountains in 
Tibet. I looked into the eyes of the wild Tibetan gunmen and then, I do not know why, they 
lowered their guns and let me live.”
Bessac has been the ancillary subject of a recent book titled “Into Tibet,” which 
focused on Mackiernan’s exploits in the region, but he has never written about his own 
experiences in Tibet until now.
“I didn’t want to sit around and be somebody who made a great deal out of my 
adventures,” he said. “Besides, at that time there were a million other GIs coming back with 
many different adventures to tell to the world.”
An added benefit of waiting so many years to publish was that documents from the CIA 
were declassified after the requisite 50 years, giving Bessac an opportunity to peruse his and 
Mackiernan’s notes.
Bessac’s written memoirs come at a time when there are few Westerners remaining 
alive who saw Tibet before the Chinese invasion.
-more-
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In fact, British Tibetan scholar Roger Croston, who was on hand to celebrate the 
publication, said Bessac is one of five people left in the world who can recall the lost culture of 
Lhasa first-hand.
“He is one of very few people who traveled where there were literally blanks on the 
map,” Croston said. “The number of people who have made those kinds of journeys can be 
counted on one hand.”
“I ’m delighted to see it’s supported by UM and published by UM, which gives it its 
due gravitas,” he said.
Croston also said feelings toward Tibetan culture are changing in China and many 
scholars in that country have interest in Bessac’s journey.
“I ’m sure this story will go much further.”
Editor’s note: Photos of Bessac are available upon request. Call Alex Strickland at 406- 
243-4878 or e-mail alex.strickland@mso.umt.edu
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